Introduction
While a great deal of progress has been made towards increasing non-traditional students in Irish higher education (HE), this achievement is tempered by the very low base from which this task commenced. A once elite system of third-level education has evolved into an increasingly diversified and flexible network of institutions of mass education. The overall rate of admission has risen from 20% of school leavers in 1980 to 46% in 1998 46% in , to 55% in 2004 46% in and to over 60% in 2007 46% in (Byrne et al., 2008 . The government (HEA, 2008a) is committed to further increasing participation up to 2015 and in this way address a range of social issues and disadvantage (DES, 2000 (DES, , 2001 NOEA, 2005 NOEA, , 2007 NOEA, , 2008 Skilbeck and O'Connell, 2000) , and the HEA in 2008 set a key national target of 72% entry to higher education by 2020.
A National Office of Equity of Access was established in 2003 to oversee access policies (HEA, 2004; Osborne and Leith, 2000; Skilbeck and O'Connell, 2000) , and participation of all the lower socio-economic groups (with the exception of non-manual workers) has increased, including students with disabilities (HEA, 2008b) . Economic inequality continues to have an enormous influence on participation rates (Clancy, 1982 (Clancy, , 1988 (Clancy, , 1995 Lynch, 1999; Clancy and Wall, 2000; O'Connell et al., 2006) , and students of all ages, from disadvantaged and lower socio-economic backgrounds, face considerable obstacles to attending third-level education. There continues to be both gendered and class differentials in the numbers progressing to HE. The possibility of escaping poverty is closely linked to the ability of society to address the generational issues that impact on educational attainment.
The economic collapse of more recent years has heavily impacted state support for HE and has increased financial pressure on non-traditional students as well as making the future uniquely challenging.
Lynch (2005) contends that in broad terms we have only seen 'relatively minor gains', arguing that overcoming structural social inequalities will require much greater levels of investment, research and institutional change. According to Lynch, meaningful access policies will ultimately require a society-wide commitment to equality. Class background continues to have a major influence on who enters third-level education.
The findings discussed in this chapter are based on two funded research projects conducted at the Centre for Research in Adult Learning and Education at NUI Maynooth. A Combat Poverty Agency project studied the post-degree destinations and work experiences of mature students in three Irish HE institutions (Fleming et al., 2009 ). An EU-funded research project studied the access and retention of non-traditional students in seven EU countries (RANLHE, 2010) . Non-traditional students refer to those who traditionally were not represented in HE, such as mature students, women, those with a disability, working class and travellers. In policy design and implementation the voice and experience of the end user, in this case the student, are neglected and excluded. These research projects set about addressing this deficit. We studied the narratives of student experience.
The 'human capital' approach to education has been important for many years in Irish public policy, originating in the Investment in Education (Government of Ireland, 1965) and continuing since. It is firmly linked to the EU Lisbon Strategy specifically aligned to the Lifelong Learning paradigm (CEC, 2000) , in which the emphasis is on encouraging citizens to continuously engage in education and training in order to upskill and contribute to the economy. This state investment should lead to a return in terms of increased productivity, innovation, employment growth and revenue returns. The Irish Government's National Development Plan 2007-13 (Government of Ireland, 2007) strongly reflects this policy priority. Lifelong learning is most often seen as narrow and economy focused. The wider potential to be a response to the learning needs of active citizens has been neglected (Fleming, 2011) .
Access stories
The most significant stories told by students were centred on their own family and childhood and were told eloquently and passionately. Stories were told about parents and the values of the family. Access to books, television programmes, debates and discussions in the home are among the most widely experienced positive access stories. A large number of graduates traced their desire, ambition and ability to engage in HE back to those events. We call them access stories because they functioned as such, allowing
